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WHY HAS A CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES
(CPS) WORKER CONTACTED ME?

You have been contacted because the department of
social services has received a report of possible abuse
or neglect of your child(ren) or a child in your care.

WHAT IS CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT?

Section 63.2-100 of the Code of Virginia defines an
abused or neglected child as any child under 18 whose
parent or other person responsible for the child’s care:

• causes or threatens to cause a nonaccidental 
physical or mental injury

• neglects or refuses to provide adequate food, 
clothing, shelter, emotional nurturing, or health care

• abandons the child

• fails to provide adequate supervision in relation to the
child’s age and level of development

• commits or allows to be committed any illegal sexual
act upon a child including incest, rape, fondling, 
indecent exposure, prostitution, or allows a child to 
be used in any sexually explicit visual material

• infants who have a medical finding of exposure to
non-prescription drugs or alcohol during pregnancy
are also considered to be at risk of harm. Attending
physicians are required to report these children to
local social services departments.

Each year in Virginia, over 39,000 children are
reported to local social services departments
for suspected child abuse or neglect. 

Abuse and neglect occurs within families and in
other settings where children are provided care or
services. These settings include schools, residential
facilities, day care center/homes, and recreational
or sporting programs.

Local social services departments are required by
law to: 

• respond to valid reports of suspected child 
maltreatment 

• assess child safety 

• support and preserve families, when possible 

• prevent the re(occurrence) of abuse or neglect.

The purpose of this pamphlet is to help you 
understand the Child Protective Services (CPS)
reporting and response processes. If you have a
question that is not answered by this pamphlet,
you may ask a CPS worker who will be glad to
answer your question.



WHAT HAPPENS AFTER A REPORT 
IS MADE?

Local social services departments have two ways of
responding to reports of suspected child abuse or 
neglect under Virginia law. The goals of both 
responses are to:

• assess child safety

• strengthen and support families, when possible

• prevent the (re)occurrence of child maltreatment.

Investigation Response

A child abuse or neglect investigation is conducted
when there are immediate child safety concerns, 
previous reports of abuse or neglect, or the report is
required by law to be investigated.  

Examples include, but are not limited to, reports of:

• sexual abuse

• a child death

• serious injuries

• hospitalization due to suspected abuse/neglect

• injuries requiring medical evaluation/treatment

• abandonment

• abuse/neglect occurring in foster homes and 
non-family settings.

Family Assessment Response 

A child safety and family needs assessment is 
conducted with the family when:

• the report meets the legal definition of child abuse or
neglect but is not required by law to be investigated

• there is no immediate threat to the child(ren)’s safety
or well-being.

WHY WOULD SOMEONE MAKE A REPORT?

The purpose of reporting is to identify abused and 
neglected children as soon as possible so that
their safety and well-being can be ensured. Some
signs that people notice and may report are:

• a child who has questionable injuries

• a young child who is left alone

• a child who has unattended health care problems 
or medical needs

• a child who is consistently hungry or appears 
malnourished

• a child who has a sexually transmitted disease 
or other signs of sexual abuse.

WHO MADE THE REPORT?

Anyone may make a report of suspected child
abuse or neglect; however, under Virginia law, 
professionals and persons who provide services or
care for children are required to immediately report
their suspicions. 

A person who makes a report is not required to
provide his/her name. The name of the reporter, if
provided, may be released with a Court order or
during court testimony.



WHAT RIGHT DOES CPS HAVE TO TALK 
WITH A CHILD?

To permit an objective child safety assessment, Section
63.2-1518 of the Code of Virginia allows a CPS worker
to talk with a child and his/her siblings without parental
consent and outside the presence of the parent/
caretaker.  

If the CPS worker talks with the child or siblings 
without the parent/caretaker’s prior knowledge, the 
parent/caretaker will be notified about the interview 
as soon as possible.

All CPS interviews with reported children, that occur
during an investigation, are required to be audio tape
recorded. 

Exceptions to this requirement include situations where
CPS determines that:

• the child’s safety may be endangered by audio taping 

• tape recording is impractical due to the child’s age
and developmental level

• the child refuses to participate or

• the investigation team, which may include law 
enforcement, determines that tape recording is 
inappropriate.

WHAT ABOUT EXAMINING THE CHILD?

The CPS worker will observe the child(ren) for injuries
or signs of abuse or neglect. Section 63.2-1520 of the
Code of Virginia permits the CPS worker to take 
photographs and arrange for x-rays of the child(ren), 
as part of a medical evaluation, without parent/
caretaker consent. 

Photographs of the conditions of the child’s home may
be taken with parent/caretaker consent or under the
direction of the Commonwealth’s Attorney.

The report concerning your family or a
child in your care has been determined 
to be appropriate for an investigation
response.

WHAT HAPPENS DURING AN 
INVESTIGATION?

During an investigation, the CPS worker will:

• talk face to face with the child, the parents, 
and the alleged abuser/neglector

• observe the child for injuries or signs of abuse 
or neglect

• observe the child’s home

• interview or observe the child’s siblings

• check for previous reports of abuse or neglect

• contact other persons who know about the child
such as doctors, teachers, or relatives. You may
assist in identifying these persons.

The Code of Virginia requires that a child abuse or
neglect investigation be completed within 45-60
days from the date of the report.



WHAT ARE MY CHILD’S RIGHTS?

All children have the need and right to be nurtured
and live safely in their homes. They have the right to:

• food, clothing, and shelter 

• education and health care

• love, acceptance, and positive attention

• protection and freedom from harm or neglect.

WHAT ARE MY RIGHTS?

Parenting is both a privilege and a responsibility. 
If you are involved in a child abuse or neglect 
investigation you have the right to:

• be notified in writing of the nature of the report

• meet with the CPS worker to discuss the report, 
ask questions, and obtain feedback

• talk with or be represented by a lawyer or 
other person

• refuse the CPS worker entry into your home

• tape record communications between you and the
CPS worker, provided all parties are aware of 
the recording

• accept or decline services

• appeal the CPS worker’s investigation findings
if you are named as the person who abused or 
neglected a child.

WHAT IF I DON’T WANT TO BE 
INVESTIGATED?

In most cases, the family and the CPS worker 
cooperate during an investigation. Meeting with 
the CPS worker provides an opportunity for you to
share your views on your child(ren), identify family
needs, ask questions, and obtain feedback. 

If you choose not to cooperate or allow the CPS 
worker entry into your home, the CPS worker will 
proceed with the investigation as required by law.
If the child is considered to be at risk of harm, the
CPS worker may consider contacting the police for 
assistance or petitioning the court to require your 
cooperation.

WILL MY CHILD BE TAKEN AWAY?

The CPS worker will assist your family in providing
for the safety of your child(ren) within your home. 
If for the child’s safety, it becomes necessary to
separate the family, the alleged abuser/neglector
may need to temporarily leave the home or the
child may need to be placed with relatives or in
foster care until it is safe for the child to return home.



WHAT HAPPENS AFTER AN 
INVESTIGATION?

When the investigation is complete, the CPS worker
will determine if the report is founded or unfounded.
You will be notified in writing of the CPS findings.

Unfounded Report

The report is unfounded if the investigation reveals
that abuse or neglect did not occur. Unless you
desire services, the local social services department
will no longer be involved with your family. 

A record of the investigation findings will be kept for
one year and purged unless there are subsequent
reports concerning the same child or you within that
year. You may request that the record be kept for up
to two additional years.

If you believe that the report was made in bad faith,
Section 63.2-1514 of the Code of Virginia allows you
to petition the Circuit Court for access to the CPS
record including the identity of the reporter.

Founded Report

The report is founded if the investigation reveals, by 
a preponderance of evidence, that abuse or neglect
occurred.  

Section 63.2-1514 of the Code of Virginia requires
that records of founded reports be kept by the local
social services department and the State Child Abuse
and Neglect Central Registry. Records are kept for 3,
7, or 18 years depending upon the seriousness of the
situation.

Information contained in the Child Abuse and Neglect
Central Registry is confidential and is released, other
than to a local social services department, only with
your signed, notarized authorization or a court order.

WILL CRIMINAL CHARGES BE FILED?

CPS is required by Section 63.2-1503 of the Code
of Virginia to report certain types of suspected child
abuse or neglect to law enforcement and the
Commonwealth’s Attorney including:

• a child death

• sexual abuse

• serious injury

• a drug offense involving a child

• abduction

• acts contributing to the delinquency of a minor.

The decision to file criminal charges or prosecute
is made by local law enforcement and/or the
Commonwealth’s Attorney.



WHAT KINDS OF FAMILY SERVICES ARE 
PROVIDED?

In founded reports, the local social services department
will offer to:

• develop a service plan with you designed to ensure the
safety and well-being of your child(ren)

• link your family to community services such as family 
counseling, parent support groups, parenting classes, 
substance abuse services, children’s programs, child 
care, home visits by the CPS worker, etc.

If you decline services for your family and your child is
considered to be unsafe, the CPS worker may consider
petitioning the court to require needed services on 
behalf of your child(ren).

HOW CAN I PREVENT CHILD ABUSE 
OR NEGLECT?

Don’t ignore child abuse or neglect. If you or a 
family member needs help managing your child(ren),
don’t let your pride keep you from requesting help.  

You can be helped to regain control, effectively nurture
your children, and ensure their health and safety through
services offered in your community.  

HOW DO I APPEAL A CPS FINDING?

If you are dissatisfied with the investigation findings
and want your record changed, you may submit a
written request to the director of the local social
services department for a meeting. Your request
must be made within 30 calendar days after
receiving the notice of CPS findings.  

If you are dissatisfied with the outcome of the
meeting or if the local social services department
fails to send you a written decision within 45 days
of your written request to change the record, you
may request an administrative review before a
hearing officer. You may request an administrative
hearing by writing to the Commissioner at the
Virginia Department of Social Services. 

If you are dissatisfied with the hearing officer’s
decision, you may petition the circuit court for a
judicial record review.

The CPS worker will provide you with a written
explanation of the appeal procedures. 

MAY I SEE THE INVESTIGATION RECORD?

After the investigation is completed, you may
request to see a copy of your personal information
that is in the record. Your request will be granted
unless there is an ongoing criminal investigation or
charges; or doing so could endanger the well-being
of your child or other persons.



TIPS FOR FAMILIES

Self care for Parents/Caretaker

When parents take time to care for themselves, 
they are better able to manage the challenges of 
parenting. Learn to recognize signs of stress and
take time out to take care of yourself. You may
wish to:

• Find a sitter you can trust to give you time for
adult interests and relationships

• Relieve stress by taking a walk, reading, or 
pursuing a hobby

• Visit or talk with friends or relatives

• Talk with other parents

• Join a community activity or group.

Ways to show your children that you care

• Notice them

• Ask them about themselves

• Play with them

• Read aloud together

• Hug them

• Praise more 

• Suggest better behaviors when they act out

• Criticize less.

Child Abuse 
Hotline

1-800-552-7096
(Language Line Available)



Date:_____________________________________

To:_______________________________________

__________________________________________

A report of suspected child abuse or neglect has
been received about:

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________
(Child or Children)

The allegations being investigated are:

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________
(Type of abuse/neglect)

Please call:
__________________________________________

(CPS Worker)

at : _______________________________________

__________________________________________
(Agency Name & Telephone)

to discuss the report, answer your questions,
and discuss your family’s need for services.

032-01-974/5 (3/03)

Virginia Department 
of Social Services

7 N. Eighth Street, Richmond VA 23219


